zeme’s The Gisborne Era of
s FOrest Fire Research

F5-3a67

Legacy of a Pioneer




End of an Era
1948

IF what T have contributed 50 far
has hean good, (& is well ko con=-
sider where and how I obtained the
background Information amd atti-
eudes. I got f& by living in the
field in daily contact wich Field
conditions. .../ 120]

In August 1949, a serious fire erupted
on the Halena MNational Forest in
Montana. Forest Service smokejumpers
apd other [irefighters rushed to the
scene, but Ethe conflagration was soon
beyond humsn control. On Awgust 3, the
Mann Gulch fire swept over a crew of 16
firefighters (all but one were smoke-
jumpers) and killed 13 of them.[121]

Gisborne was nob present at the scene
of the fire, but he soon became in-
volved in the Service's attempts Eto
digcover why the disaster happened. By

Gl.—Lln thia 1340

phote with
Gisborne, at left, are Charles L. Tebbe
and Arthur A. Brown. Tebbe was Station

Figurae

Dicectar from 1946 to 1950 and soon
alcer became HNorthern HRegional For—
epter. Brown wes Fire Control Chief at
the Denver Hegional Office before going
to Washington, D.C. (headquarters),
where he became Fire Gontrol Chief in
1947 and Pire Regesrch Chief fin 1950.
[Gisborne collection)

mid-fall, he had reviewed all available
reports on the fire and was trying to
develop a theory of how the blowup
could have occurred. On the recommen—
dation of a ppecial board that studied
the tragedy, Cisborne was directed to
study the matter and report his find-
ings. He believed, as he had throughout
his career, that he must examine the
gcene directly baefore coming to any
walid conclusion. But cthe BStation
Director, Charles L. Tebbe, was more
concerned for Gisborne's health. "Harry
was not & young man," he later recalled.
"Moreover; he had a heart condition and
knew it.... Reluctantly 1 approved che
trip but on condition that he make it
and the inpspection of the area and the
Eireline by jeep.'[122]

On Hovember 9, 1949, accompanied by a
Forest HRanger, Gisborne left Helena in
a jesp, planning te drive to the pass
gt the head of Manm Culeh and walk
Benarally on &4 coatour Cthrough the
upper fire area. A slick;, wet surface

Prevented that, o they drove to an
ad jacent  guleh, from which point
Gisborne insisted, owver the Ranger's

worrioed objections, on walking through
the burned area. Ha promised te atop
and rest every 100 yards, and did pso.
But late in the day; while starting to
leave a resting place, Gisborne col-
lapsed and died.[123]

When word reached the Station, sccording
to Tebbe, "We were all stunned. I pro-
ceeded to do what he had asked me to do
if anything of the kind ever happenad.
He had given me a key to a deak drawer
he had always kept locked.... [R]ight
on top was a large photograph of che
south end of the Mission Hange. It had
been taken from the west side of the
valley and showed a resliscic profile
of a reclining person. There were potes
and pen lines all over cthe pictura
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which gave the viewar gpacific inatruc-
tions respecting just where he wanted
his ashes to be cast=--'right in the old
man's eye.'"[124]

A year later, the mountals on Ehe
Priest EBiver Experimental Forest whare
Gisborne's remains rested officially
became QCisborne Mountain. It was dedi-
cated in 1951 with a bronze plague bear-
ing the inscription:[125]

HARRY T. CISBOHMNE
(1893 = 1949)

Inspiring, Enthusiastic, Far-Seeing
Pioneer in Forest Fire Research
Gisborne was the last of the pioneers
of forest fire research, and one of the
greaceac. An era ended with his pass-

ing, and times have continued to change.
Gisborne worked in a period when the

Figure &4l.-——Harry T. Gisborne in August
1949, a few months before his death.

(Gisborne collection)

Forest Service was almost overwvhelmed
by its f[ire control cespongibilities, a
time of nearly ceaseless emergency. He
made it possible for the Service to
reduce that emergency to its own capa-
bilities and bring it under control.
I's Gisborne and his colleagues, fire
research was forestry, and he remained
a Forester Chroughout his career, raking
his work cutdours and facing the problem
on the ground. But the mass of manpower
that came on the scene in the 1930's,
followed by the great variety of power
equipment a decade later, made the eco-
nomics of Ffire contrel oo longer as
pressing as they had been In Gisborme's
heyday, before the 10 a,m. policy made
economice officially icrrelevant. Fire
regearch was no longer purely forest-
ry after Gisborme's era. It involwed
physics, higher mathematics, and later,
biology. The research eventually moved
indoors, to laboratories and univer-
gities, where Gisborme's successors now
examine fire as a phenosmenon in its own
right, without the economic and admin-
istrative demands that had burdened the
ploneers. Thess changes would not have
been aliem to Cisborne--he had, after
all, dom#s much of the groundwork that
made them possible.[126]

Figure 42.--Brass

momorisl plaque on
formerly Looking
Glass Mountain, 15 miles north of
Prieat Hiver, Idaho, renamed in 1950
for the pienesr in forest fire research.
{Gisborna collaction)

Gisborne Mountein,



lieutenant colonel im the 210th Air
Force during the war.
106. MNorthern Region Hews, July 26,

1946, carried an article describing the
program at length. BSee also Barrows
interview. The Air Force planes and
personnel were based at Eglin Air Force
Bazse, Florida, and remained in Montana
only during the test seasoms. The Eglin
base was fommerly the Choctawvhatchee
Hational Forest.

107. Annual Report, 1947; Horthern
Region MNews, July 25, 1947 numérous

Forest BService anmd ALlr Force reports,
documents, publicity w=materials, and
press clippings, Gisborpe Papers and
Forest Bervice files, Missoula, Montana.
Horthern Region MNews reported on the
tests and associmted public ceremonies
throughout the summer. See also Barrows
intarviews Crocker, in the 1976 inter-
view, blamed conservatives in Ethe
Forest Service for killing the project.
Brown, in the 1976 interview; however,
related a mecting at the Pentagon where
the message was delivered that "orders
from above," presumably from the
Secretary, ended it.

108. Hemorandum Cisborane ta the

Btation Director, August 12, 1947,
Gisborne Papers.

10%, Annual HReport, 19456, The entire
program 1is reécounted in Ethe Anoual
Reporte for 1946 through rtcha early
1950"s.

110, Annual Reports, 1947, 1948, 1949,

apd 1951, By 1951, as & rwesult of
Barrow's work (supported ultimately by
additional personnel detailed by the
Regional Office to work on it), rate of
spread was redefined. It was presented
in key form for seven cover types, and
included a "flash" fuel rating for
grass. As modified by time of day and
position on a slope (from Hayes' alti-
tude and aspect study) and Burning
Index, these data offered a predic-
tion of fire behavior through & pro=
cess that became known as "caleulating
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Botea 9 (1948):

the probabilities,”" one of Gisborne's

lifelong goals.

111. Annual Report, 1947 and 1948;
memorandum, Gisbérne o Chisf of
Watershed Management, September 23,

1947, CGisborne Papers. Gisborme's di-
vigion also gave some minor assistance
to equipment and technique development
research, including direction of a stu=
dent, A. L. Hdines, who studied Eacti-
cal principles for aerial operations
for a Master's thesis. Aanual Report,
1949,

112. Annual Heporc, 1946.

113. Annual Reports during the peériod;
Gisborne, "Caleulating Precipitation
Probabilities," The Timberman 49 (Na.
10, 1948): 5B. Gisborne also synthe=
gized the knowledge he had gained dur-
ing his career in a lecture for a 1947
fire-boss school, published as “Funda-
mentals of Fire Behavior," Fire Control
13-24. It was used in
training for many years.

114, Annual Report, 1947.

115. Barrows and Brown interviews;
Vincent J. Schasfer, interview with the
author, summer 1976; Robert B. Johnson,
interview with the author, April 28,
1976. Johnson was Ehe owner and pilot
of the C-47 used in 1948, and & long=
time aviation contractor for the Foreat
Sarvica.

116, Holograph memorandusm, Gisboroe to

the filea, dAugust 21, 1949, CGisborne
Papera. Schaefer, giving considerable
credit Eo Gilsborne and Barpows, Te—

ported on the project im "The Posai-
bilities of Hodifving Lightning Stomma
in the MHorthern Rockies," Morthern
Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experi-
ment Staction Paper 19 (Missoula, Monk.,
1949), The work contioued into the
1950's and was formally established as
Project Skyfire in 1953.

Crocker to Gisboroe,
Gisborne Papers. The

117, Memorendum,
May 25, 1948,



other records

documentation on
criticisms of che

Gisborne Papers and
provide a mass of
Gisborne's cauBCic
Weathar Bureau. See his memoranda to
the fileg, Octobar 1&; 1947; to
Crocker, May 15, 1948, and rto the
Statisn Director and Regional Forester,
August 17, 1948, as typical examples.
On the other hand, he could be objec=
tive, as in his memorandum offering a
"Statement of Policy and Practice,"
October 29, 1946, and an article on
"ppportunities for Improving the Fire
Weather Forscaste in the Northern
Region," Morthern Region News, March &,
1948. Beginning in 1946, Gisborne began
a campaign to have a surplus weather
gearch radar eracted on HE. Spokane.
The equipment was finally delivered amd
dedicaced st a point in the Missoula
area im 1961.

118. It was oneé of & number of pro=
fegsional honors that he received dur=
ing his caresr. Among others were his
elections as Fellow by the Society of

American Foresters and the American
Associabtien Eor the Advancement of
Bcionoe. OCisborne was also a membar

and officer of a number of professional

and scientifiz organizations. Giaborne
Papars.
119. Memorandusm, Cisborme to Tebbe,

March 3, 1948, Cisborna Papers.

120, Gigborne, longhand note dated June
3, 1941, Gisbeorne Papers.

121. The Mann GCuleh Eragedy was docu-
mented in a Board of Review report dated
Beptember 29, 1949, and an extensive
number of other reports and memoranda,
many of them to or from Gisborne, in
the Gisborne Papers and Forest Service
files, Missoula, Montana. The events
also received a great deal of attention
from the local eand national press. The
complete records of the incident are
deposited at the Washington MNational
Records Center and are well represented
in Forest Bervice office Ffiles in
Missoula, Honctama, and Washington, D.C.
Although the matter is tangential Lo

this history, the deaths of the men
were due partly to the behavior of the
fire and partly te their inexparience:
they panicked and ran from the rela-
tive safety of a burned-over spot
against a verbal order from their crew
leader.

122, Tebbe interview. Hearly everyone
interviewed for this history expressed
awareness of Gisborne's heart condi-
tion beginning in the 1930's and its
increasing severity. Hayes, in the 1976
interview, recalled chastising Gisborne
about his incessant cigarette smoking,
but without effact. Tebbe said that he
once ordered Gisborne not to climb the
meteorological tower, but he refrained
anly when Tebbe was present.

123. J. Robert Jansson, who was the
Ranger accompanying Gisborne, reported
the circumstances of his death in a
memorandum to Tebbe, Wovember 10, 1949,
gnd in a scatement for insurance pur=
poses, Movember 18, 1949, Gisborne
Papers. Gisborne had planned to retire

4 years later, when he was 60, after
writing & roundup of date on fire
behavior and fire coatrol (memo to
Tebbe dated Mareh 24, 1948, Gisborne
Papers).

1274, Teabba interview. Tebbe, Crochker,
and & Forest Service pillot performed
the rites on May 26, 1930. Also at

Gisborne's
professional

his personal and
papers passed into the
custody of Wellner, with & wiew to
their wltimate presecvacion. Wellner
interview, They are now part of the
Gisborne Papers in the University of
Montana Library Archives.

request,

125, HNorthern Region News, June 9,
1950, and July 13, 1951. The mountain
previously had no official name but was
commonly called Looking Glass Mountain
after the Lookout at its peak. The namse
Gishorne Mountain was ordained by the
U5 Board on Gapgraphic Names.

126. This interpretation partly follows
that of Pyne, Fire History, chapter 8.
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